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Nadine Gordimer,]. M. Coetzee and Some 
Variations on the Writer s Responsibility 
K E L L Y H E W S O N 
T 
A H E OLD ISSUE CONCERNING the nature of the writer 's respon-
sibi l i ty, taken u p most famously by J e a n - P a u l Sartre i n What is 
Literature? a n d more recently by R o l a n d Barthes i n Writing 
Degree Zero, has been re-opened w i t h a new urgency i n this 
decade, a n d the questions that arise f rom it are questions that 
agitate a number of contemporary writers. N a d i n e G o r d i m e r is 
one such wri ter . 
I n " T h e Essential Gesture ," an essay she titles w i t h a phrase 
f rom Barthes ' Writing Degree Zero, G o r d i m e r undertakes to 
answer the question of the writer 's responsibili ty as i t pertains to 
her h is tor ical s i tua t ion . 1 U n d e r s t a n d i n g a long w i t h Barthes that a 
writer 's choice always faces i n two directions — toward society 
a n d toward the l i terature — G o r d i m e r wrestles w i t h the p rob lem 
of h o w to reconcile those demands f rom wi thout to be socially 
responsible w i t h those demands f rom w i t h i n concern ing artistic 
integri ty . 2 She makes i t clear that the p rob lem is a par t icu la r ly 
compl ica ted one w h e n the society one is w r i t i n g i n is Sou th 
A f r i c a . 3 
F o r l i v i n g i n Sou th A f r i c a , as G o r d i m e r describes it i n another 
essay, is " l i v i n g i n the i n t e r r egnum" — i n "the space between two 
social orders a n d two identities, the one k n o w n a n d discarded, the 
other u n k n o w n a n d unde te rmined . " 4 I n this precarious si tuat ion, 
the question of the writer 's responsibil i ty becomes even more vex-
ing . F o r how, as a wri ter , does one put oneself in to a meaningfu l 
relat ionship w i t h a society that is not yet born? C lea r ly , i n the 
in te r regnum that characterizes Sou th A f r i c a , there arise, bo th 
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f rom wi thou t a n d w i t h i n , different sets of demands for b lack a n d 
for whi te writers. 
Because the future holds "different things for different colours ," 
the result, accord ing to G o r d i m e r , is that black writers find them-
selves " i n his tory" ( " In t e r r egnum" 2 6 ) . ( I presume by this that 
G o r d i m e r means they find themselves i n the emergent history.) 
A b r u p t l y si tuated i n Sartre's sense, they find the values of their 
h is tor ical s i tuat ion more urgent than the "transcendent" values of 
art ( 2 6 ) . T h e i r "soon-to-be-born" society demands this of them 
as wri ters ; thus, says G o r d i m e r , b lack Sou th A f r i c a n writers come 
closest to reconc i l ing the outer a n d inner demands. Because, as 
they are wr i t i ng , they are also being pol i t i ca l ly active. T h e y are 
teaching, o rgan iz ing a n d proselyt izing ( " T h e Essential Ges ture" 
141) . T h e y can put themselves in to a meaningfu l relat ionship 
w i t h the black predicated society by be ing " o n l y " writers. 
G o r d i m e r is not saying that a l l b lack writers i n Sou th A f r i c a 
have accepted the d e m a n d f rom wi thou t ( w h i c h she calls "re-
sponsibil i ty as o r t h o d o x y " ) as the only w a y to make their essen-
t i a l gesture as social beings. M a n y have begun — a n d she cites 
M p h a l e l e ' s Africa my Song, Essop's The Emperor a n d Ndebele 's 
Fools as recent examples — " to negotiate the r ight to their o w n 
interpretat ion of the essential gesture by w h i c h they are part of 
the black struggle" ( 144 ) . 
It is a different mat ter for whi te writers i n South A f r i c a who , 
to use G o r d i m e r ' s phrase, find themselves "out of his tory." Never -
theless, she insists that they too must struggle, but in their own 
way, to attempt the same posi t ion black artists a i m for : 
to be seen as relevant by, and become committed to, commonly 
understood, commonly created cultural entities corresponding to 
a common reality — wh ich is to say, an indigenous culture. 5 
G o r d i m e r does not presume to k n o w h o w whi te writers w i l l find a 
place for themselves i n the new history. B u t she does k n o w that 
whatever the choice, to be "more than a wr i t e r " or " o n l y " a 
wri ter , the essential gesture i n South A f r i c a is a " revo lu t iona ry" 
one ( " T h e Essential Ges ture" 1 4 7 ) . T o help us unders tand one 
of the ways i n w h i c h a wr i te r can make her essential gesture, some 
of the issues raised i n G o r d i m e r ' s The Conservationist a n d Burg-
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er's Daughter w i l l be discussed. T h i s discussion w i l l prove par t i cu-
la r ly reveal ing w h e n the issues raised i n i t are contrasted w i t h 
those raised i n J . M . Coetzee's novel , Life and Times of Michael 
K. 
B o t h N a d i n e G o r d i m e r a n d J . M . Coetzee are whi te South 
Af r i cans — the former is of E u r o p e a n descent, the latter, of 
A f r i k a a n s — a n d bo th are novelists w i t h large audiences i n E u r o p e 
a n d N o r t h A m e r i c a . 6 Consequent ly , i t is c o m m o n for them to be 
compared by crit ics, i f only to be contrasted. 7 T y p i c a l l y , G o r d i -
mer a n d Coetzee are l i nked i n crit ics ' m inds by their colour a n d 
the coincidence of their geographic l oca t i on ; they are often evalu-
ated i n terms of w h o makes the more "essential" gesture. 
G o r d i m e r herself entered the debate w i t h a review of Coetzee's 
novel , Life and Times of Michael K.8 I t is a difficult review to 
assess because of its ambiva lence ; however, amidst c laims for the 
novel 's greatness, G o r d i m e r raises several questions concern ing 
certain aspects of the novel and one s t r ik ing cr i t ic i sm. She m a i n -
tains that i n the novel " the organic i sm that L u k á c s defines as the 
integral re lat ion between pr ivate a n d social destiny is distorted 
more than is a l lowed for by the subjectivity that is i n every wr i t e r " 
( 6 ) . C l ea r ly i t is L u k á c s ' s theory of c r i t i ca l realism she is appeal-
i n g to here, the mode she favours for po l i t i ca l expression. 
F o r L u k á c s , "great r ea l i sm" must make clear the "organic 
connect ion between people as pr ivate ind iv idua l s a n d people as 
members of a c o m m u n i t y . " M e a s u r e d this way , l i terature deter-
m i n e d either by "pure in t rospect ion" or " a natural is t ic level l ing-
d o w n " w o u l d be dis tor t ing ( 8 ) . T h e a i m of the c r i t i ca l realist, on 
the other hand , is to reveal that "every th ing is po l i t i cs" : 
. . . every action, thought and emotion of human beings is i n -
separably bound up w i t h the struggles of the community, i.e., 
w i th politics; whether the humans themselves are conscious of 
this, unconscious of it or even trying to escape from it, objectively 
their actions, thoughts and emotions nevertheless spring from and 
run into politics. (9) 
T h u s , the tension a n d m u c h of the i rony i n G o r d i m e r ' s The Con-
servationist, for example , der ived f rom the battle between M e h -
ring's inab i l i ty to come to terms w i t h himself a n d the c i r c u m -
stances w h i c h he inher i ted , a n d the power of those circumstances 
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to determine his character a n d his fate. Pa r t of Gord imer ' s project 
i n that novel was to reveal, despite M e h r i n g ' s reluctance to recog-
nize it , the persuasiveness of L u k á c s ' s credo. 
T h e central c r i te r ion of L u k á c s i a n real ism is "the type" : " a 
pecul iar synthesis w h i c h binds together the general a n d the par-
ticular bo th i n characters a n d i n si tuations" ( 6 ) . I t is not its 
average qua l i ty that makes it a type but the fact that i n i t 
a l l the humanly and socially essential determinants are present on 
their highest level of development, i n the ultimate unfolding of 
the possibilities latent i n them, i n extreme presentations of their 
extremes, rendering concrete the peaks and limits of men and 
epochs. (6) 
So, i n The Conservationist again , G o r d i m e r presented us i n the 
figure of her protagonist w i t h a certain " type ," a type that some 
critics have identif ied as " a representative whi te Sou th A f r i c a n . " 
B u t G o r d i m e r , as if i n acknowledgement of L u k á c s ' s r ecommen-
dations, is m u c h more par t icu lar i n her character izat ion than that. 
M e h r i n g is not f rom Sou th A f r i c a , but f rom N a m i b i a , a country 
w h i c h is i l legal ly occupied by Sou th A f r i c a . H e is a weal thy whi te 
capitalist w h o deals i n p ig- i ron . Because of his business concerns 
he travels wide ly a n d has substantial in ternat ional contacts. H e is 
revealed to have an interest i n "conserva t ion" a n d clearly wants a 
connect ion w i t h the l a n d . H o w e v e r , w h i l e the latter were seen to 
be potentially good qualit ies, G o r d i m e r points out the limits of 
such qualit ies, g iven M e h r i n g ' s s i tuat ion. 
T w o more characteristics of "great r ea l i sm" are identif ied by 
L u k á c s : one, that the wr i te r take as her s tar t ing point the p rob-
lems of c o m m u n i t y i n order that she identify " h u m a n l y a n d 
art is t ical ly w i t h some popu la r movemen t" ( 1 2 ) ; two , that she 
"ruthlessly scrut in ize" her o w n w o r l d pic ture ( 1 1 ) . 
C l e a r l y G o r d i m e r identifies as a ci t izen a n d as a wr i te r w i t h 
"some popu la r m o v e m e n t " — the struggle against apar the id — 
a n d at the same t ime is c r i t i ca l of her o w n w o r l d p ic tu re : the 
weaknesses as we l l as the strengths of characters w h o represent her 
side i n the struggle are uncovered i n her novels . 1 0 B u t i t is her 
dogged insistence o n the interconnectedness of the pub l i c a n d 
pr ivate spheres that ranks G o r d i m e r a m o n g the great realists. F o r 
un l ike some po l i t i ca l novelists, w h o reveal "every th ing is po l i t i cs" 
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to the extent that the pr iva te life becomes defunct or irrelevant, 
G o r d i m e r understands that the pr ivate life a n d its virtues count 
but that they must exist i n an enr ich ing relat ionship w i t h the 
pub l i c life i f they are to achieve ful l significance. T h i s is the lesson 
M e h r i n g was to have learned i n The Conservationist. T h e obverse 
but equal ly impor t an t lesson is the central question of Burger's 
Daughter, a n d that is : w h a t is the m e a n i n g of any k i n d of c o m -
mi tmen t i f there is no self to commi t ? G o r d i m e r is as interested i n 
ind iv idua l s a n d their relationships as she is i n the society that 
surrounds them, a n d i t is for this reason that Robe r t Boyers hails 
Burger's Daughter as one of the finest po l i t i ca l nove ls . 1 1 G o r d i m e r 
has, writes Boyers, 
reconceived the very idea of private experience and created a 
form that can accommodate microscopic details of indiv idual 
behaviour and sentiment without suggesting for a moment that 
individuals are cut off from the collective consciousness and pol i t i -
cal situations characteristic of their societies. ( 122) 
I n his discussion of Burger's Daughter, Boyers mentions The 
Conservationist as a po in t of contrast . 1 2 N o t that i t isn't an accom-
plished novel , but that i t isn't a strictly po l i t i ca l novel . A c c o r d i n g 
to Boyers, The Conservationist is not a po l i t i ca l novel because 
there is no single po l i t i ca l idea foregrounded i n i t . P o l i t i c a l i m p l i -
cations are everywhere, he concludes, but they r e ma i n " i n the 
b a c k g r o u n d , " " a c l ima te " ; no th ing w i t h a specific shape emerges 
to be addressed ( 1 2 3 ) . 
B u t the reason for this, as G o r d i m e r ski l ful ly impl ies , is that the 
novel 's protagonist resists addressing po l i t i ca l ideas ( w h i c h are 
indeed everywhere i n the novel ) i n any effective way . A "self-
m a d e " m a n , p ig - i ron industr ial is t a n d weekend farmer, M e h r i n g 
fails to th ink of himself i n specific his tor ical terms. H e believes the 
pr iva te sphere is his to shape a n d dominate , a n d that it c a n offer 
a refuge f rom the pub l i c w o r l d . B u t the shortcomings of such a 
consciousness are carefully uncove red : the more M e h r i n g resists 
the w o r l d he thinks he is beyond, the more isolated a n d tor tured 
he becomes. O n e of the messages of the novel seems to be that to 
exist i n defiance of the pub l i c r ea lm is not on ly to exist i n indif -
ference a n d a l iena t ion but is to ensure self-destruction. 
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M e h r i n g part icipates i n imag ina ry debates w i t h his opponents, 
his son T e r r y , a n d his ex-lover A n t o n i a , i n w h i c h he reveals his 
o w n posi t ion as w e l l as an unders tanding of theirs, but unfor tu-
nately these "debates" are one-sided; they take place i n his head ; 
their outcome is predictable : 
H e has them up, arraigned, before h i m and they have no answer. 
. . , H e feels inside himself the relief and overflow of having pre-
sented the unanswerable facts. (80) 
It follows, then, that M e h r i n g fails to acknowledge the pub l i c 
r ea lm i n his conscious m i n d . Y e t its influence works on his sub-
conscious: fragments f rom it cont inual ly surface i n his thoughts. 
T h e newspaper he is ca r ry ing w h e n he falls asleep i n the pasture, 
for instance, is a n uncomfor table reminder of the w o r l d outside, 
t h r o w i n g its t r oub l ing facts up to h i m : atrocities i n C a m b o d i a , no 
ma ize c rop i n the T r a n s k e i ( 46 ) . Whe the r he is conscious of it or 
not, i t seems that everything is poli t ics. 
B u t the phrase that recurs most persistently i n M e h r i n g ' s 
thoughts is the apocalypt ic one, "soon there w i l l be no th ing left ." 
It seems that he believes there is no th ing to be done, that cyc l i ca l 
history w i l l dispense the appropr ia te punishment at the app rop r i -
ate t ime a n d soon " i t must be our t u rn to starve a n d suffer" ( 4 6 -
47 ) . T h i s is h o w M e h r i n g justifies his passive role. I n the face of 
the inevi table cataclysm, as he understands it , comes his interest 
i n conservat ion, his heightened awareness of the preciousness of 
nature a n d his desire for a ru ra l sanctuary. B u t G o r d i m e r ' s u n -
spoken point is this : i n Sou th A f r i c a , there can be n o sanctuary. 
Pol i t ics is not just a c l imate one can seek shelter f rom i f i t is 
intemperate. I n Sou th A f r i c a , "pol i t ics is f a te . " 1 3 
W h a t M e h r i n g fails to realize is that there is no easy w a y out of 
his social history. It has to be faced a n d l ived th rough, responsibly 
a n d w i t h awareness. A n ecological poli t ics, a poli t ics that concerns 
itself w i t h preservation a n d nature, is s imp ly not adequate for 
meet ing the needs of his t ime a n d place. It is an escapist poli t ics : 
M e h r i n g uses his love of the l a n d to screen out the desperate 
problems of his country . 
I n a n essay t i t led " T h e Screen a n d The Spike," J o h n Berger 
defines the phenomenon of "screening" as a w a y of l ook ing at the 
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w o r l d that prevents seeing. 1 4 H i s t e rm is an appropr ia te one to use 
i n con junc t ion w i t h M e h r i n g for i t is clear that there is a screen 
that comes between h i m a n d reali ty, a n d that replaces reality. 
A s the screen isolates one f rom experience, i t prolongs a n d 
makes absolute the state of inexperience, the state, as Berger puts 
i t , " o f never accept ing w h a t i s" ( 2 5 9 ) . ( T h i s state, he cautions, 
is not to be confused w i t h innocence or n a ï v e t é , but is often 
accompan ied by ruthlessness or sophistication.) T h i s is precisely 
M e h r i n g ' s p rob lem. I n possession of intell igence a n d imag ina t ion , 
he is nevertheless "persistently e lsewhere" 1 5 a n d unable to accept 
"wha t i s ." T h r o u g h her choice of M e h r i n g ' s problemat ic private 
life as one of the novel 's concerns, G o r d i m e r is stressing the need, 
especially i n Sou th A f r i c a where screening as a way of l ook ing at 
the w o r l d is dangerously entrenched, to make the r ight k i n d of 
connections, to unders tand one's his tor ical place, to be here 
instead of "persistently elsewhere." 
Perhaps the only way to escape the f r ightening demands of the 
metaphor "pol i t ics is fate" is to leave Sou th A f r i c a . Perhaps this 
is the choice that M e h r i n g makes at the end of The Conserva-
tionist. H e leaves the country i n the real izat ion that there is no 
"p l ace" for h i m there. T h i s is a choice that R o s a Burger , the 
protagonist of G o r d i m e r ' s next novel , Burger's Daughter, makes, 
but it becomes, finally, a choice she cannot l ive w i t h . She returns 
to Sou th A f r i c a i n acknowledgement of, a n d i n response to, the 
requirements of her place. 
I n m a n y ways, R o s a Burge r is M e h r i n g ' s opposite. W h e r e he 
e luded the pub l i c rea lm, she is immersed i n it , her connect ion to 
her country 's history enforced by the fact that she was bo rn i n 
M a y of 1948, the very m o n t h the first A f r i k a n e r nationalist 
government took office. A n d whereas M e h r i n g was al ienated f rom 
his descendants a n d ancestors, R o s a is almost too b o u n d by hers. 
A c h i l d of mi l i t an t po l i t i ca l activists, she is raised i n an atmos-
phere of trials, pr ison visits, meetings, secrecy a n d personal sacri-
fice : the po l i t i ca l , we see, is ordinary to her. Bu t , un l ike others of 
her generat ion a n d s i tuat ion, she does not accept her heritage 
unquest ioningly. She is made to realize the need to c l a i m a private 
life of her o w n , a n d to discover a commi tmen t that is hers w i t h 
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w h i c h she can meet the new demands of her par t i cu la r time a n d 
place. 
T h e epigraph to the first section of Burger's Daughter is f r om 
C l a u d e L é v i - S t r a u s s . It reads " I a m the place i n w h i c h something 
has occu r r ed" a n d serves as a fitting departure for a novel that 
deals w i t h the impor tance , influence and , sometimes, the tyranny 
of "p l ace" on its protagonist. T h e idea of " p l a c e " is cent ra l to 
this novel , for a "p l ace" is where one can belong a n d feel secure. 
H a v i n g a " p l a c e " defines a person a n d gives her a posi t ion i n 
social space. W i t h o u t a "p l ace , " i t follows, an i n d i v i d u a l is no -
where. H e n c e , the d i l e m m a of M e h r i n g . T h e idea becomes an 
especially compl ica ted one for R o s a for she is not only i n the place 
i n w h i c h something has occurred but she is i n the place i n w h i c h 
something is occu r r ing — i n her country, the struggle between 
t w o social orders is on-going. T h e p rob lem R o s a faces is the prob-
l e m G o r d i m e r as a wr i te r faces, a n d that is, h o w to put oneself 
in to a meaningfu l re la t ionship (as a c i t izen or as an artist) w i t h 
a social order that is not yet real ized. 
T h i s is a d i l e m m a that p robably plagues m a n y whites opposed 
to the regime but is par t icu la r ly compl ica ted i n Rosa 's case 
because of her inher i ted circumstances. O n e of the centra l ques-
tions of the novel involves finding a v iable " p l a c e " to be, po l i t i -
cal ly , i n a country where there seem to be only two choices — the 
extremes of either R i g h t or Lef t . O n e of the difficulties of the 
his tor ical s i tuat ion i n w h i c h R o s a finds herself is that there is no 
effective, uncompromised , moderate posi t ion to inhabi t . B u t 
neither can she feel secure i n the rad ica l posi t ion as it was occu-
p ied by her parents. A n d the idea of a pr ivate life for anyone 
becomes problemat ic i n a country whose legislative practices seem 
bent o n i m p i n g i n g on every aspect of i n d i v i d u a l p r ivacy . T h u s , 
wha t R o s a discovers at the end of the first section of the novel is 
that there is no "p l ace" for her i n her father's country. She does 
not k n o w h o w to act i n i t ; thus, she makes that other choice : she 
leaves it . Bu t , after be ing given a chance to seek out some measure 
of personal integri ty i n F rance , w h i c h then enables her to discover 
her o w n k i n d of commi tmen t , R o s a returns to South A f r i c a , a n d 
finds herself " i n p lace ," i n pr ison, fu l f i l l ing her responsibilities to 
herself a n d to her society. 
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These brief examples f rom two of Gord imer ' s novels show h o w 
impor t an t i t is to her that ind iv idua l s acknowledge a n d act u p o n 
their his tor ical circumstances. Because M e h r i n g fai led to a c k n o w l -
edge his responsibili ty to history, to the specific circumstances 
denn ing his pub l i c sphere, he " d i e d " historical ly. O n the other 
hand , because she faced u p to the demands of her his tor ical 
s i tuat ion, despite their hor r i fy ing aspects, R o s a Burger was able 
to forge a place for herself i n history. 
I t is not surpr is ing, then, to discover that wha t disturbs G o r d i -
mer most about Coetzee's Life and Times of Michael K is his 
choice of a protagonist. B y choosing as his protagonist a figure 
w h o " ignores" history rather than "makes" it, Coetzee is, writes 
G o r d i m e r i n her review, "deny ing the energy of the w i l l to resist 
e v i l " that she sees i n Af r i cans (6) . 1 6 W h a t G o r d i m e r seems to be 
i m p l y i n g is that Coetzee's assumptions are too natural is t ic i n his 
nove l — that M i c h a e l K is not " t y p i c a l " i n L u k á c s i a n terms; 
he is not representative of a pa r t i cu la r social a n d his tor ical move-
ment. T o make M i c h a e l K a recognizable type, G o r d i m e r p ro -
vides h i m i n her review w i t h a surname w h i c h w o u l d root h i m 
firmly i n the C a p e as a C o l o u r e d ( 3 ) . B y n a m i n g h i m " K o t z e or 
K o e k e m o e r , " she choose to deny the more general, associative a n d 
suggestive impl ica t ions of the surname " K " . 
T h e r e is not the p le thora of articles, interviews a n d lectures 
de ta i l ing Coetzee's views about a writer 's responsibili ty that there 
is for G o r d i m e r , yet a comment f rom Coetzee o n G o r d i m e r i n a 
1978 Speak in terview is te l l ing. H e r e he reveals an admi ra t i on for 
G o r d i m e r ' s accomplishments i n the c r i t i ca l realist mode w i t h this 
a d d e n d u m : " I w o u l d l ike to th ink that today the novel is after a 
bigger game than [the c r i t i ca l realist t y p e ] . " " 
Coetzee's comment is w o r t h remember ing i n l ight of Gord imer ' s 
cr i t ic i sm of his nove l , a c r i t i c i sm w h i c h migh t be answered i n part 
w i t h the he lp of an essay of Coetzee's publ ished i n 1971 en t ided 
" A l e x L a G u m a a n d the Responsibil i t ies of the South A f r i c a n 
W r i t e r . " 1 8 B u t of more impor tance is the fact that his comment 
provides us w i t h a w a y into his novel , Life and Times of Michael 
K.19 W h e n we see wha t "bigger game" Coetzee is after, a n d con-
sider the k inds of strategies he employs to help guide our read ing 
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of the novel i n this "b igger" way, it is not h a r d to unders tand w h y 
G o r d i m e r reads Life and Times of Michael K the way she does. 
Consider , for example , the open ing l ine of Coetzee's n o v e l : 
" T h e first t h ing the m i d w i f e not iced about M i c h a e l K w h e n she 
helped h i m out of his mother in to the w o r l d was that he h a d a 
hare l i p " ( 3 ) . W h e n we look back at this, we can see that Coetzee 
is d o i n g something except ional . H e is d r a w i n g our at tent ion to 
something other t han the colour of his protagonist. T h e first t h ing 
the midwi f e notices a n d that we, i n tu rn , are m a d e to notice 
about M i c h a e l K is his harel ip . W e migh t wonder wha t to m a k e 
of his poin t of focus. W h a t is i t saying about the character of 
M i c h a e l K ? A b o u t Coetzee? 
W h a t this po in t of focus tells us about the character of M i c h a e l 
K is that he is not go ing to be E v e r y m a n . Instead, the impression 
created is, s imply , that M i c h a e l K is go ing to be a pa r t i cu la r 
figure, a n d one w h o happens to be dist inguished by a h a r e l i p . 2 0 
I n fact, i f any th ing , M i c h a e l K ' s deformity identifies h i m w i t h a 
g roup of freaks. A s the m i d w i f e says of M i c h a e l K to his repulsed 
mothe r : " Y o u should be happy, they b r i n g luck to the house-
h o l d " ( 3 ) . 
B u t first, some readers w i l l be sure to ask whether or not 
Coetzee is co lour b l i n d . It is clear, after a l l , f rom the place names 
i n the nove l that it is set i n Sou th A f r i c a . M i c h a e l K works i n "the 
C a p e " ; he travels to " P r i n c e A l b e r t " ; "S te l lenbosch" is a place 
of i l l luck . It is also clear f rom K ' s posi t ion i n society that he is 
not a member of the r u l i n g class. So i t should be equal ly clear 
that M i c h a e l K is not whi te . H o w e v e r , on the issue that so 
resoundingly defines South A f r i c a , its poli t ics a n d its people, the 
issue of colour , Coetzee chooses to be silent, a n d this silence 
creates a space w h i c h begs to be filled. A n d wh i l e i t is t empt ing to 
do as some have done a n d interpret his silence, pa r t i cu la r ly i n 
l ight of the volat i le context out of w h i c h it emerges, as i rrespon-
sible, surely there are more positive inferences to be d r a w n from 
i t ? 2 1 T o c a l l M i c h a e l K anyth ing , be it b lack, whi te or coloured, 
is to label h i m a n d formulate h i m . It is entirely possible that 
Coetzee deliberately omits men t ion ing M i c h a e l K ' s colour pre-
cisely because he doesn't wan t M i c h a e l K to be label led or fo rmu-
lated. Because colour , wh i l e a b u r n i n g issue on the one hand , is, 
MAKING T H E "REVOLUTIONARY GESTURE" 65 
o n the other, just as urgent a non-issue. A person is a person no 
matter wha t his colour . O n e of the problems w i t h the process of 
po l i t i c iza t ion , par t icu la r ly as i t operates i n Sou th A f r i c a , is that it 
systematically reduces people in to categories. It de individual izes 
a n d dehumanizes them. B y creat ing a protagonist w h o eludes 
classification, Coetzee can be seen to be resisting this process. 
O m i t t i n g the detai l of colour f rom his character izat ion of M i c h a e l 
K is just one of the strategies Coetzee employs to prevent us f rom 
m a k i n g hasty generalizations about his novel . 
W h i l e it is true, as G o r d i m e r says, that M i c h a e l K " ignores" 
history, it is also true that M i c h a e l K is the one figure i n the novel 
w h o is able to compete, to some extent, with history. A n d it is for 
this reason that the D o c t o r i n the rehabi l i ta t ion c a m p finds K so 
fasc ina t ing . 2 2 H i s desire to l ive as he is is the source of his 
strength, lies at the core of his pecul iar fo rm of resistance, a n d is 
the reason w h y he is, as he says, "out of the w a r . " It is not 
because he is s low- th ink ing , a b a d story-teller, or because he has a 
hare l ip . H e is out of the w a r because his whole being is engaged 
i n existing on his o w n terms. H e is s imply not responsive to being 
determined by any th ing outside of them. Those terms, however, 
make h i m vulnerable to others, par t icu lar ly to those embroi led in 
a n d subject to the history of the regime. 
T h r o u g h o u t the novel , M i c h a e l K is an ima l i zed by numerous 
others. H e is referred to as a monkey, an insect, a grub, and he is 
l ikened to a dog, a cat a n d a parasite. W h a t is it to dehumanize 
another person? It is to see h i m as l a ck ing a self. It seems fitting, 
then, that those w h o have been dehumanized , deterri torial ized 
and disenfranchised should be forced to redirect themselves to-
w a r d the earth, to things weaker a n d more delicate than them-
selves. T h i s or ientat ion, accompan ied by a k i n d of infant i l i sm, is 
clearly evident i n M i c h a e l K ' s actions a n d consciousness. 
I n order to hide f rom those w h o deny h i m pr ivacy and de-
humanize h i m , M i c h a e l K decides to b u i l d a shelter on the 
grounds of a f a rm. Fo rced , essentially, to bu r row underground so 
as to leave no trace of his l i v i n g , it w o u l d seem that M i c h a e l K 
has been reduced to an a n i m a l existence. H o w e v e r , there is a 
special a l legorical m e a n i n g that can be d r a w n f rom M i c h a e l K ' s 
act of cons t ruc t ion: he is b u i l d i n g the "house" he cou ld never 
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b u i l d , possess or occupy i n his society ; i t is a dwe l l ing i n w h i c h he 
can relish his o w n k i n d of food, g r o w n f rom the earth a n d tended 
by h i m ; a n d it is a place i n w h i c h he can enjoy the act ivi ty he is 
good at, gardening . A n d he speaks, i n his garden, of the " c o r d of 
tenderness" stretching f rom h i m to the pa tch of earth he tends. 
T h e melons he grows are "his sisters," the pumpkins , "his b a n d of 
brothers." H i s first fruit is "his mother , " a tie that binds h i m : 
So what is it, he thought, that binds me to this spot of earth as if 
to a home I cannot leave? W e must a l l leave home, after a l l , we 
must a l l leave our mothers. O r am I such a ch i ld , such a ch i ld 
from such a line of children, that none of us can leave, but have 
to come back to die here w i t h our heads upon our mothers' laps, 
I upon hers, she upon her mother's, and so back and back, gene-
rat ion upon generation ? (171) 
Coetzee's comment that the novel is after a bigger game than 
the cr i t ica l realist type can again be noted w h e n account ing for 
his dep ic t ion of M i c h a e l K ' s si tuation. W h i l e it should be easy to 
deplore K ' s predicament , w h i c h is, as he himself admits , a bleak 
one ( w h e n he is not forced to work i n camps, he is holed up i n a 
bur row, feeding on p u m p k i n a n d dr i f t ing i n a n d out of conscious-
ness), the fact is that the negativi ty of his s i tuat ion is projected 
positively. M i c h a e l K ' s retreat f rom His to ry to cult ivate his o w n 
garden can thus be understood as a creative, r ad ica l at tempt to 
m a i n t a i n innocence a n d to assert his o w n his tory . 2 3 
T h e idea of gardening is not a new idea. It is an idea that 
brings to m i n d Vol ta i re ' s C a n d i d e , among others, who , i n a 
different tone, r eminded us to cult ivate our garden. M a n y take 
Vol t a i r e ' s credo, as they m a y take Coetzee's, as a defence of 
quiet ism or an indifference to the p l ight of humani ty , but surely 
the ca l l to cult ivate our garden can be understood to m e a n some-
th ing more positive? Perhaps it can m e a n that we must direct our 
at tention to that w h i c h is i n our power to improve . 
T h e idea of gardening is the idea that G o r d i m e r herself singles 
out as the most meaningfu l i n the novel . She titles her review of 
Life and Times of Michael K " T h e Idea of G a r d e n i n g " a n d ends 
the review w i t h a m o v i n g commentary on the significance of the 
idea itself. " B e y o n d a l l creeds and moral i t ies ," she writes, 
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there is only one : to keep the earth alive, and only one salvation, 
the survival comes from h e r . . . . H o p e is a seed. That 's a l l . That 's 
everything. It's better to live on your knees, p lant ing something 
. . . (6) 
T h e figure of M i c h a e l K is sure to provoke ambiva lent re-
sponses i n readers just as it provokes them i n the Doctor . Some 
w i l l see K ' s f o rm of resistance as pathetic or unfeasible, just as 
they m a y unders tand the m o r a l of his story — "there is t ime 
enough for every th ing" ( 2 4 9 ) — as a defini t ion of complacency. 
Those seeking a ca l l to ac t ion i n Life and Times of Michael K 
w i l l undoubtedly be disappointed, for if there can be said to be a 
ca l l to ac t ion, it is so quiet, a n d the resulting act ion so m i n i m a l , 
that one might be led to conclude that Coetzee is i m p l y i n g the 
futi l i ty of anyth ing more substantial , g iven the circumstances. T o 
answer some of these objections, however, it is wor th exp lor ing i n 
just wha t way K imagines himself l i v i n g . T h e final two para-
graphs of the novel , i n w h i c h we find M i c h a e l K tel l ing himself 
a story about the future, are w o r t h quo t ing i n ful l so that we can 
then discuss wha t is being suggested by his story : 
I t d i d not seem impossible that whoever it was who disregarded 
the curfew and came when it suited h i m to sleep in this smelly 
corner ( K imagined h i m as a little old man wi th a stoop and a 
bottle in his side pocket who muttered a l l the time into his beard, 
the k ind of old m a n the police ignored) might be tired of life at 
the seaside and want to take a holiday in the country if he could 
find a guide who knew the roads. They could share a bed tonight, 
it had been done before; i n the morning, at first light, they could 
go out searching the back streets for an abandoned barrow; and 
if they were lucky the two of them could be spinning along the 
h igh road by ten o'clock, remembering to stop on the way to buy 
seeds and one or two other things, avoiding Stellenbosch perhaps, 
wh ich seemed to be a place of i l l luck. 
A n d if the old man cl imbed out of the cart and stretched h i m -
self (things were gathering pace now) and looked at where the 
pump had been that the soldiers had blown up so that nothing 
should be left standing, and complained, saying 'What are we 
going to do about water?' , he, M i c h a e l K , would produce a tea-
spoon from his pocket, a teaspoon and a long roll of string. H e 
would clear the rubble from the mouth of the shaft, he would 
bend the handle of the teaspoon in a loop and tie the string to it, 
he would lower it down the shaft deep into the earth, and when 
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he brought it up there wou ld be water in the bowl of the spoon; 
and i n that way, he wou ld say, one can live. (249-50) 
T h e first t h ing M i c h a e l K imagines, then, is a c o m p a n i o n , 
someone l ike himself, d o w n on his luck, homeless a n d w i t h a 
desire to leave the city. T h e m a n he envisions w i l l be i nc on -
spicuous a n d insignificant — the k i n d of m a n the police w i l l 
ignore. So wha t M i c h a e l K imagines i n his future is a c o m m u n i t y 
of t w o : vagrants, perhaps, but diverse equals nonetheless. 
T h e t r ip they w i l l take together has the a i r of ho l iday about it : 
K has them " s p i n n i n g " a long the h igh road . Signif icant ly, he casts 
himself i n a p r i n c i p a l role, as a "gu ide , " as someone w h o "knows 
the roads." H e w i l l take the lead a n d direct the course of their 
t ravel . Stellenbosch w i l l be avoided because i t seemed l ike a place 
of " i l l l u c k . " N o t i c e the resilience w i t h w h i c h M i c h a e l K is 
character iz ing himself here, l b press on , keeping clear of the 
place w h i c h by chance seemed to b r i n g misfortune, is surely a 
positive concept ion, just as the idea of c o m m u n i t y itself impl ies 
impor t an t qualit ies l ike fidelity a n d forgiveness. 
T h e a i m of the journey is to reach the country a n d begin to 
cult ivate the l a n d . The re , we assume, the two of them w i l l g row 
food, mutua l ly , to feed each other. T o the query about water, 
w h i c h his c o m p a n i o n m a y make , K w i l l respond w i t h a gesture at 
once s imple , hopeful a n d resourceful : he w i l l nourish his fr iend as 
his mother nourished h i m , w i t h a teaspoon. A n d i n that way , he 
imagines, "one can l i v e . " 
T h e cond i t iona l tense of the final l ine of the novel points to a 
possibility. O n e of the possibilities is that through creative, co-
operative enterprise, a c o m m u n i t y can be founded. It need not 
posit a r u r a l u top ia , this idea of tending the earth, but suggests a 
means of ach iev ing some personal power, independence a n d inter-
dependence against a backdrop w h i c h denies i n d i v i d u a l integri ty 
a n d pr ivacy . A n o t h e r possibili ty suggested by the final l ine of the 
novel is this : that wha t is classified as shabby, derelict a n d ins ig-
nif icant by the outside can be transformed inside. F o r to th ink 
that "there is t ime enough for every th ing" is to th ink that t ime is 
as fu l l as it ever was. It is to transcend the t ime of history, of war , 
w h i c h is a t ime of w a i t i n g a n d of l i v i n g i n suspension. T o th ink 
that there is t ime enough for everything is not to th ink of oneself 
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"as a castaway marooned i n a pocket of t ime" l ike the D o c t o r , 
" l is tening w i t h one ear to the b a n a l exchanges of c a m p life a n d 
w i t h the other to the suprasensual sp inn ing of the gyroscopes of 
the G r a n d D e s i g n " ( 2 1 7 ) . Ra the r , it is to t ransform the t ime of 
history in to the d m e of na tu ra l cycles. I t is to respond to t ime as 
i t is conveyed i n that famous passage f rom Ecclesiastes 3 : 1-8. It 
is, i n a sense, to rediscover the G a r d e n . 
Interestingly, i t is to G o r d i m e r ' s " T h e Essential Ges ture" that 
we c a n t u r n to s u m u p some of the impl ica t ions of Coetzee's 
novelist ic techniques, at least as they are manifested i n Life and 
Times of Michael K. I n the essay, G o r d i m e r says things i n praise 
of S a m u e l Beckett that c o u l d just as easily app ly to Coetzee. 
(Coetzee has, inc identa l ly , acknowledged Beckett 's influence on 
his w o r k ; certain similari t ies between the two writers i n style a n d 
att i tude are s t r iking.) Beckett , writes G o r d i m e r , takes on as his 
essential gesture a responsibil i ty "di rect to h u m a n destiny, a n d 
not to any loca l cel l of h u m a n i t y " ( 1 4 8 ) . T h r o u g h his general 
po l i t i c ized a l legor iz ing, Coetzee can be said to be do ing the same. 
Beckett is removed f rom the tempora l , continues G o r d i m e r , yet 
"makes some k i n d of final statement exacted by the t e m p o r a l " 
( 148 ) . S imi l a r ly , by the relative absence of part icular i t ies of t ime 
a n d place i n Life and Times of Michael K, this k i n d of analysis 
c a n app ly to Coetzee's novel . Beckett "has chosen to be answer-
able to the twentieth century h u m a n cond i t i on , " concludes G o r d i -
mer , " w h i c h has its c a m p everywhere or nowhere" ( 1 4 9 ) . A g a i n , 
wha t G o r d i m e r is descr ibing to a large extent are the gestures of 
her fel low coun t ryman , gestures w h i c h she deems earlier on i n the 
essay as impossibil i t ies for writers i n South A f r i c a , but gestures 
nevertheless that seem to embody a considerable amoun t of power. 
Ce r t a in ly the place i n w h i c h bo th G o r d i m e r a n d Coetzee wri te 
is fraught w i t h complex problems. T h e segregation of h u m a n 
beings on the basis of colour is Berger's "screening" taken to its 
most horrif ic extreme. T h e n there is the screen the Sou th A f r i c a n 
government sets u p by deny ing journalists the freedom to report 
events as they see t hem a n d by b a n n i n g books whose messages 
migh t reveal too m u c h . These are only some of the most obvious 
obstacles that make i t difficult for writers inside to tell the stories 
of Sou th A f r i c a to the w o r l d outside. I n such a s i tuat ion, a wri ter 
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might consider it one of his or her responsibilities to at tempt to 
break through the screen. G o r d i m e r shows us one wa y i n her 
commi tmen t to c r i t i ca l realism a n d the reliance i n her novels on 
actual history, a reliance, no doubt , that has been responsible for 
the fact that several of her books have been banned i n South 
A f r i c a . 
Coetzee gives us another va r i a t ion o n responsibili ty. B y its 
au tonomy, its freedom f rom any dist inctly po l i t i ca l p rogramme, a 
novel l ike Life and Times of Michael K can slip th rough the 
censor's net to help r e m i n d us, his Western audience, that oppres-
sion a n d injustice are not l imi t ed to Sou th A f r i c a , that, i n some 
sense, they are eternal . H e helps r emind us of this wi thou t a l low-
ing us to sink into cynic i sm or indifference. H e helps r e m i n d us, 
through the par t icu lar sensibility of M i c h a e l K , that h u m a n desire 
can be, at bo t tom, not a desire for some ideal ized transcendence, 
but for life i n its simplest, most o rd inary fo rm. 
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L a G u m a ' s : "whi le the novelist cannot falsify his subject by creating 
heroes where none as yet have arisen, he can explain why they have not 
arisen and point to potentialities for pol i t ical ac t ion" ( 1 1 ) . 
J . M . Coetzee, Life and Times of Michael K ( L o n d o n : Seeker and W a r -
burg, 1983 ). Subsequent references to the text w i l l follow the quotation 
i n parentheses. 
Michae l ' s surname, of course, gives h i m greater symbolic weight than the 
aforementioned allows. " K " has ties w i t h Joseph K in Kafka's The Trial 
and w i t h the surveyor K i n The Castle. Another allusion to K a f k a is found 
i n the Doctor's reference to "the Cast le" i n Life and Times of Michael K 
as the place from w h i c h his bizarre orders issue. 
Some critics have commented passionately on what they see as Coetzee's 
racial/historical/class bias operating in Life and Times of Michael K. 
T h e y make the point that typically Coetzee's protagonists are white, and 
that they are also l u c i d and intelligent (Eugene D a w n ; M a g d a ; the 
Magis t ra te) . W h a t is disconcerting to them is the fact that on the occa-
sion Coetzee chooses to write from a "non-white" perspective, he depicts a 
figure who is inarticulate and simple-minded. Restrained as she is about 
it , I think this is also Gordimer 's problem w i t h the novel. A t one point i n 
her review of it , she asks why Coetzee has to " lay i t on so thick." It is not 
enough that M i c h a e l K is one of the oppressed and a simpleton, he has to 
have a harelip w h i c h prevents h i m from speaking clearly. W h y single out 
for attention such an eccentric, atypical figure, she seems to be asking. 
See Josephine Dodd's The Crossroads of Power and Knowledge: Dis-
cursive Policy and the Fiction of J. M. Coetzee for a discussion of the 
implications as she understands them of Coetzee's racial/historical/class 
bias. U n p u b l i s h e d M . A . thesis, U of Alberta , 1987. 
T h e second section of the novel (it is d iv ided into three sections) is 
focused on the Doctor's response to M i c h a e l K . K is i n his t h i r d camp, 
this time a rehabil i tation camp in w h i c h the Doctor works. It is through 
the Doctor that we get the strongest sense of the ambivalent response 
M i c h a e l K provokes i n others. F o r although the Doctor is appalled by 
" M i c h a e l s " (the name, it seems, officials insist on ca l l ing h i m by) physi-
cal condition and spare existence, he is nevertheless drawn to view h i m as 
a harbourer of some great truth, as a k i n d of messiah. A n d while he dis-
misses " M i c h a e l s " as a "stick insect," "too busy, too stupid, too absorbed 
to listen to the wheels of history," at the same time he is intr igued by the 
way K has "managed to live i n the old way, dri f t ing through time, observ-
ing the seasons, no more trying to change the course of history than a 
grain of sand does" ( 2 0 7 ) . 
M e h r i n g sought a refuge from history through a connection to the earth, 
a desire shared by M i c h a e l K . But where that desire is understood and 
acceptable i n M i c h a e l K ' s case, given his situation and his innocence, i t is 
thwarted in Mehring 's case precisely because of his situation and his 
sophisticated innocence. 
